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7/7 London Bombings : Extremist Ideology or Sense of Injustice?

‘Ultimately, America's answer to the intolerant man is diversity, the very diversity which our heritage of religious freedom has inspired’








Robert R. Kennedy

Introduction

7/7 London bombings have set some new precedence. 7/7 Bombings were the first suicide bombing within UK.  Most significantly, the suicide bombers were educated British citizens.  Despite having one of the most experienced counter-terrorist forces in the world, the attacks could not be prevented. Prime Minister Tony Blair however continues to maintain that the bombings were due to an extremist ideology and not in response to the government’s policies ever since the September 11 terrorist attacks. 

The aim of this essay is to seek clarity on what could be the most likely reason that led these young educated British citizens to attack innocent civilians and sacrifice their own life? This essay will argue that a grave sense of injustice against the Muslim community has been the main cause for the London bombings. As suicide bombing is a complex phenomenon, the study will firstly review literature on the definition of suicide bombing and some of the motivations of suicide bombers. The study will attempt to draw some parallel with the specific context of the 7/7 London bombings and the profile of the bombers. Having laid the basic foundation, it will then discuss that while there are compelling arguments to points towards religious ideology as the root cause, there are several countervailing argument that suggest otherwise. The study will then justify why a grave sense of injustice could be the most likely cause. The study will finally conclude with the possible way ahead for Western countries.

Suicide Bombing 

Adam Dolnik defines the phenomenon of suicide bombing as a ‘premeditated act of ideologically or religiously motivated violence, in which the success of the operation is contingent on self-inflicted death by the perpetrator during the attack’(Dolnik 2003:20).  By suggesting that it is a premeditated act, it clarifies that the bombers are not insane and by focusing its success on the self-inflicted death, the definition helps us distinguish the physical act from the broader phenomenon of a more powerful psychological effect on the authorities and the targeted community. 

Emile Durkheim, widely acclaimed as the father of sociology, identified three typologies of suicide. The egotistic suicide involves one who fails to integrate with family and society, the anomic suicide involves one who feels helpless due to a breakdown of regular life and a altrusitic suicide involves one who integrates with prevailing social values and belief systems (Durkheim 1951).  According to Suba Chandran, suicide bombers fall under the altruistic category as the ‘society to which the suicide bomber belongs makes him believe that the “collective whole” is under social, cultural, economic or political dominance by an external force, which drives him to self-sacrifice himself for the sake of society’(Chandran 2002).
Marc Sageman, a forensic psychiatrist and former CIA suggest that ‘Normal people, given the right circumstances or right set of friends, can become suicide bombers’(ABC News 2005). According to Clark McCauley's sharing with ABC News, the  ‘suicide bombers see themselves like the dead of Gettysburg — sacrificing their lives for a greater good to ensure, in Lincoln's words, "that we, here, resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain’ (ABC News 2005). 

What are the motivations for suicide bombing? After reviewing an extensive collection of psychological theories, Jeff Victoroff came to the conclusion that ‘terrorist behavior is probably always determined by a combination of innate factors, biological factors, early developmental factors, cognitive factors, temperament, environmental influences, and group dynamics’ and ‘the degree to which each of these factors contributes to a given event probably varies between individual terrorists, between individual groups, and between types of groups’(Victoroff 2005:34). While studies by Pedahzur, Perliger & Weinberg (2003:417) on 80 Palestinian suicide terrorist from 1973 to 2002, suggest that their high rate of religious education and memberships in fundamentalists organisations points towards an altruistic motive in the service of their community, Avishai Margalit offers revenge, martyrdom, ‘brainwashing’ and economic misery as other possible causes for the Palestinian cases(Margalit 2003). While Robert A. Pape study suicide bombings in Lebanon suggest that the ‘main purpose of suicide terrorism is to coerce the target government to change policy, especially to cause democratic states to withdraw forces from territory terrorists view as their homeland’(Pape 2003:3), McCauley makes a case for group dynamics ‘in understanding the power of cause and comrades in moving normal people to terrorism’ (McCauley In Press:34-5). From these examples it becomes apparent that while no two cases may have exactly the same motivations, they all require certain altruistic rationalisations whether it is for religion, community, territory or helplessness. 

The background on suicide bombings above suggest that it is a complex phenomenon that operates both at the individual and group level and can be based on a variety of reasons ranging from altruistic, political, or religious reasons. It also highlights that given the right mixture of circumstances and conditions any normal person could be a suicide bomber. It is therefore important to look into the specific context of each case. The study will now look into the specific aspects of the London bombings. 

London Bombings

The London bombings were carried out on 7 July 2005, with three simultaneous explosions on underground trains outside Liverpool Street, Edgeware Road and between King’s Cross and Russell Square and another bomb on a bus at Travistock Square claiming 52 lifes and injuring 700. The bombers were Hasib Mir Hussain, 18, Shehzhad Tanweer, 22, Mohammad Sidique Khan, 30 and Germaine Lindsay, 19. Three of them have been to Pakistan and were religious while all were described as leading ordinary lives(BBC News 2005d). Germaine Lindsay, was Jamaican-born British resident who had recently converted to Islam and was undergoing after-school classes to improve his knowledge on the religion. 
According to Nasreen Suleaman, ‘Khan's upbringing and character show a man who spent most of his formative years not really mixing with other local Muslims and ‘was not under any family pressure to take an interest in Islam’(Suleaman 2005). According to Ian Barrett, ‘Khan was, by all accounts, an exceptionally well-integrated person. His anglicised name "Sid" was just one symbol of his willingness to take on a British identity’ (Suleaman 2005). 

From the profile of the bombers, it could be inferred they were all religiously inclined suggesting that religious or ethnic grievances may have contributed towards the bombing.  The fact that they were fairly young and that at least three of them have traveled to Pakistan, cannot rule out the possibility that Al Qaeda or other extremist elements and their ideology may have influenced the bombers. The fact that they were educated and led ordinary lives suggest that they may have been motivated by certain altruistic motives in the interest of the wider Muslim community.  

Extremist Ideology 

On July 10, 2005 Prime Minister Tony Blair argued that ‘September 11 happened before Iraq, before Afghanistan, before any of these issues and that was the worst terrorist atrocity of all’(Winnett & Leppard 2005). In another speech on July 16, 2003 Mr Blair warned that ‘What we are confronting here is an evil ideology. They [extremist] demand the elimination of Israel; the withdrawal of all Westerners from Muslim countries, irrespective of the wishes of people and government; the establishment of effectively Taleban states and Sharia law in the Arab world en route to one caliphate of all Muslim nations’(BBC News 2005a). He questioned whether their grievances are really for Palestine, Afghanistan and Iraq when they even kill innocent Afghans going to elections and Iraqis by terror in defiance of an elected government (BBC News 2005a). To his credit, Mr Blair clarifies that Islam perse is not the problem. 

To determine whether extremist ideology is the cause of the London bombings we will need to carefully clarify and analyse the various statements by Prime Minister Tony Blair. For a start, there is a need to make a distinction between the ideology of Al Qaeda, Iran and the wider Muslim community. While all Muslim communities may have grievances against Israel over the Palestinian issue, it does not mean that they all seek Israel’s elimination. Secondly and more importantly, there is a need to emphasise that these ‘evil ideology’ intentions could be viewed as a reaction or respond to perceived or real Western actions against the Muslim community as much as they may be ideas of certain extremist groups. From the Muslim community’s perspective, it is extremely unreasonable under any circumstances to allow the occupation of Palestine for almost 60 years. By mentioning Sha’ria Law and caliphate, Mr Blair’s statements imply that the source of the ‘ideology’ could well have evolved from the religious practices passed down by the belief system. How much of the source of this ideology is from the religion and therefore applicable to the wider Islamic community, and how much of it is from an extremist minority?

According to Eric Brahm ‘all religions have their accepted dogma, or articles of belief, that followers must accept without question’ that can lead to ‘inflexibility and intolerance in the face of other beliefs’(Brahm 2005). As religions do not have a final artiber present, contextualisation and interpretation is often very difficult (Brahm 2005). This opens the religion to political or ideological manipulation by extremist and nationalist agendas. A threat to one’s religion could easily be passed out as a threat to one’s very identity or existence. In the political Islamists struggle against Israel, Avishai Margalit identifies two elements. One is the ‘holy war, jihad, which suicide bombers consider not just a war against the oppressive occupation of Palestinian land but one fought in defense of Islam itself. The other is martyrdom: those who sacrifice themselves in the holy war are martyrs’(Margalit 2003:2). He argues that ‘the idea of the jihad may give the struggle an Islamic content; but the idea of the shahid [Martyr] seems more powerful’ as a ‘crucial element in being a shahid is purity of motive (niyya), doing God's will rather than acting out of self-interest. (Margalit 2003). 

It is however important to clarify that shahid refers to self-less sacrifice and not necessarily suicide or killing innocent civilians. Islamic law explicitly prohibits suicide and the killing of innocent civilians. The Koran strictly prohibited a Muslim from committing suicide under any circumstances – even if the act of suicide was carried out for a good cause (Palazzi 2002:70-1). Ariel Merari, an Israeli psychologist who has interviewed many suicide bombers, concluded that religion plays a relatively unimportant role in the phenomenon (Silke 2003:79). Fuller suggest that Islamism unlike past Arab ideological movements, has no centralized leader or central text, does not take a fixed stance regarding the role of government and although the idea of implementing shari'a is very popular, there are many different formulations regarding how that should be done (Haberman 2003). According to Ruqaiyyah Waris Maqsood anyone wishing to understand Islam ‘must first separate the religion from the cultural norms and style of a society’(Maqsood 2006). Jennifer Noyon contends that ‘there is nothing in Islam that makes Muslim countries inherently inhospitable to democracy, any more than there is in Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism or other major religions’ and ‘the fact that nations are Muslim should not prejudice our views of these states or their potential for full democracy and respect for human rights’(Noyon 2003).
The above rationalisations point towards the fact that Islam perse is not the source of the ‘evil ideology’. While Islam do not allow suicide and killing of innocent people, it does have a powerful notion of martyrdom in defence of the religion and the oppressed, that could be manipulated by extremist and nationalist for their respective agendas. The question then arises as to who are ‘innocent’ people. From the bomber’s perspective, the British citizens lost the right to be ‘innocent’ people when they returned Prime Minister Tony Blair back to office despite authorising the invasion of Iraq, which subsequently proved to be based on erroneous intelligence estimates. In the context of the London bombings there are also no specific indications that the bombers were extremist. While there are indications that some of bombers may have had contacts with Al Qaeda, they all have largely led ordinary lives. In the video linking the bombings to Al Qaeda, Khan said, that ‘the public was responsible for the atrocities perpetuated against his "people" across the world because it supported democratically elected governments who carried them out’(BBC News 2005c). Addressing the specific suggestion of Mr Blair, it becomes evident that the London bombers were more likely to have been motivated by altruistic goals as identified by Durkheim and Suba Chandran, rather an ‘evil ideology’. What then were there altruistic reasons?

Sense of Injustice

I believe that the Palestinian occupation is central to grievances of the global Muslim community. This perspective have been best addressed by Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, when he said that ‘Under foreign occupation and denied the right to vote, denied the right to run your own affairs, often denied the right to work for three generations, I suspect that if it had happened here in England, we would have produced a lot of suicide bombers ourselves. This is the reality that undermines any attempt to link terrorism such as we recently saw in London to any particular ideology, or to the even more absurd suggestion that those terrorists are against "our values and our way of life"(BBC News 2005b). 

Another divisive issue has been the Iraq war.  After the London bombings it prompted George Galloway, a member of parliament from the Respect Party, to say in public that ‘It's precisely your so-called war on terror, Mr. Blair, that has left this world in a dangerous state of hate. People have come to hate us for what you do in our name and we will not accept it without a protest’(Innes 2005). Chatham House also concluded that there is ‘no doubt’ the invasion of Iraq has ‘given a boost to the Al-Qaeda network’ in ‘propaganda, recruitment and fundraising’(Hencke 2005). It adds that. ‘Riding pillion with a powerful ally has proved costly in terms of British and US military lives, Iraqi lives, military expenditure and the damage caused to the counter-terrorism campaign’ (Hencke 2005).

A 2004 British joint Home Office and Foreign Office dossier titled, ‘Young Muslims and Extremism’, identified the Iraq war as a key cause of young Britons turning to terrorism. The analysis stated that ‘It seems that a particularly strong cause of disillusionment among Muslims, including young Muslims, is a perceived ‘double standard’ in the foreign policy of western governments, in particular Britain and the US. The perception is that passive ‘oppression’, as demonstrated in British foreign policy, eg non-action on Kashmir and Chechnya, has given way to ‘active oppression’. The war on terror, and in Iraq and Afghanistan, are all seen by a section of British Muslims as having been acts against Islam’(Winnett & Leppard 2005). 

Azzam Tamimi a representative of the Muslim Association of Britain urged British Muslims to ‘Say, 'No, I'm not responsible for what happened on July 7. My heart bleeds, I condemn it, yes, but I did not make those boys angry. I did not send those bombs to Iraq. I do not keep people locked in Guantánamo Bay and I do not have anything to do with Abu Ghraib, except to denounce it. Politicians, see what you have done to this world?’(Hencke 2005).   Tariq Ramadan in his book on Western Muslims and the Future of Islam laments at the ‘fact that the governments of the United States (particularly after the outrages of 11 September 2001) and Europe maintain relations that are sometimes disrespectful of and even clearly discriminatory against citizens and residents of their countries who are of the Muslim faith’ and calls it ‘Islamophobia’(Ramadan 2004:6). Daniel Pipes highlights in the New York Sun, that head of the British Islamic group Al-Muhajiroun, Omar Bakri Mohammed, has determined that the ‘covenant of security had ended for British Muslims because of post-September 11, 2001, anti-terrorist legislation that meant "the whole of Britain has become Dar ul-Harb," or territory open for Muslim conquest’(Pipes 2005). 

According to Kishore Mahbubani  the ‘Western mind is a huge world’ that is ‘trapped in a mental box’(Mahbubani 2002). Mabubhani expressed amazement that the West could be taken into believing Francis Fukuyama that ‘the rest of the world would transform itself to become carbon-copy replicas of Western liberal democratic societies’(Mahbubani 2002). Amy Chua in her book World on Fire: How Exporting Free Market Democracy Breeds Ethnic Hatred and Global Instability, eloquently argues that exporting market democracy has brought about more ethnic conflict, rise of militant Islam and genocides due to domination by ethnic minorities and foreign investors, and therefore ‘much more is needed than simply shipping out ballot boxes’ (Chua 2003).
From the various responses and revelations of the London bombings, it is clear that there is indeed a deep sense of injustice felt by the British Muslim community. In particular, based on the leaked memo, it becomes clear that the Iraq war may have radicalised the young London bombers. It is most unfortunate that the British government and in particular Prime Minister Tony Blair has yet to acknowledge the grave policy mistakes of the Iraq war and accept its linkages to the London bombings. What probably irks the moderate Muslim community even more is that both George W. Bush and Tony Blair were returned to office despite these major policy flaws on the Iraq war. It is important for the British and American governments to realise and accept that when ordinary British citizens turn to suicide bombing and take innocent lives, the sense of injustice may have indeed reached a serious tipping point. 
The Way Ahead

Ironically, the way ahead may be to be seen as doing less rather then more. To win this war of global terrorism, there is no need to respond to every terrorist battle with more military action and legislation. It is long-term war to win the hearts and minds of the majority Muslim community. The West should not abandon but live up to its hard earned values of human rights, democracy and freedom in this battle against a still minority extremist group. More military action will only serve to further the objectives of the extremists. More legislation, for example the Patriot Act, will only serve to advance the perception that it is being used to clamp down on the genuine human rights movements in support of the Palestine people. The West needs to live up to their values both with words and deeds. They must hold their politicians accountable to prevent any notion of double standards. They also need to abandon any attempts to export their brand of democracy on the rest of the world but instead allow it fester naturally in the diverse cultural communities. 

Dr Louay Fatoohi suggest that Western countries ‘need to take effective action against those who preach messages of violence and hatred, such as those who do this under the name of Islam’ and be careful in introducing legislation that may infringe on civil liberties and could further alienate the Muslim community (Dr Louay Fatoohi 2005). He adds the it is a ‘Muslim's religious duty to condemn other Muslims who act in an oppressive, unjust, or violent manner, and not to excuse their behaviour or take their side merely based on the fact that they are "Muslim brothers"’(Dr Louay Fatoohi 2005) as illustrated by the following Qur'anic verse: 

O you who believe! Stand firmly for justice, and be witnesses for Allah, even if against yourselves, your parents, or your kin. Whether he is rich or poor, Allah will take care of him. Therefore, do not follow your low desires, lest you deviate; and if you swerve or turn aside, then surely Allah is aware of what you do (4.135).

Tariq Ramadan warns that ‘Muslims who maintain the notion that whatever Western is anti-Islamic will only ‘isolate themselves, marginalize themselves, and sometimes, by their excessive emotional, intellectual, and social isolation, even strengthen the logic of the dominant system whose power, by contrast, lies in always appearing open, pluralistic, and rational’(Ramadan 2004:6). He argues that ‘Muslims will get what they deserve: if, as watchful and participating citizens, they study the machinery of their society, demand their rights to equality with others, struggle against all kinds of discrimination and injustice, establish real partnerships beyond their own community and what concerns themselves alone, it will be an achievement that will make political security measures, discrimination, Islamophobic behaviour, and so on drift away downstream’(Ramadan 2004:6). As suggested by Kishore Mabubhani recently in the Straits Time that the concept of itijihad of the past could be revived by the Muslim scholars. Itijihad refers to a struggle or striving to reinterpret and re-understand the traditions in the context of contemporary times (Schimke 2005). Through this concept, they could discuss and agree amongst themselves as to how religion could play essential roles in the life of a Muslim without sacrificing any of the modern contexts and yet where they do not have to live in isolation to be good Muslims.

Addressing ethno national conflicts and religiously influenced conflicts, David Little highlights that ‘more and more attention has been given in human rights circles to the importance of minority and indigenous rights’ (Little 2005). This I feel will go a long way in helping to ensure that the common space of all citizens is free from any discrimination or majority domination. 

Conclusion

The paper has discussed that the London bombings may not be a manifestation of religious ideology but an altruistic act due to a deep sense of injustice against the Muslim community. It recognises that suicide bombing is a complex phenomenon, and that it can exists in all communities. The study acknowledges that while religions in the main emphasis moral good and tolerance, the absolutism nature of the major religions, has the latent potential of escalating conflicts and therefore could be exploited by extremist groups. The study agrees with most scholars, that the root causes of most conflicts are often the political or social in nature. The West and British government will need to reflect on some of their policies and stop exporting their brand of democracy and socio-cultural norms. The way ahead should not be towards universalism but a consensus on some basic human rights.  The Muslim communities on their part need greater internal debates and rationalisations as to how it can prevent terrorists from exploiting their religion for political or deviant purposes.  
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